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PUT FIRST THINGS FIRST 
By F . C. C O O K E , 
Director, Coconut Research Institute of Ceylon. 
I H A V E been asked b y y o u r Cha i rman to speak to you today principal ly because I have n o s take w h a t e v e r in t he C o c o n u t Indus t ry . I am a comple te ly dis interested p a r t y ; I have n o p r o ­
pert ies o r shares o r interests in the c o c o n u t and its allied indust r ies a n d I h a v e no o t h e r p u r p o s e 
than a desi re t o see the C o c o n u t I n d u s t r y is placed o n a s o u n d foo t ing and in a pos i t ion ready to 
mee t e c o n o m i c advers i ty if a n d w h e n i t comes . 
I t is pe rhaps hard ly necessary for m e to restate tha t t he F o o d P r o d u c t i o n o n Es ta tes O r d i n a n c e 
was pu re ly a w a r measure , i n t roduced a t a t ime w h e n coconu t s were be ing p r o d u c e d very c o n ­
siderably in excess of domes t i c r equ i rements because n o sh ipp ing space was available for t rans­
p o r t i n g c o c o n u t p r o d u c t s t o E u r o p e . T h i s certainly justified at tha t t ime its exclusion from 
the list of foodstuffs l isted in the Ord inance . 
N o w in t ime of peace , the s i tuat ion is comple te ly al tered. Coconu t s t oday s tand h igh in the 
list of w o r l d pr ior i t ies because c o c o n u t oil is r equ i red for t he manufac tu re of marga r ine , c o o k i n g 
oils a n d soap , and p o o n a c is requi red as a feeding stuff for l ives tock to ensu re the increased p r o ­
duc t i on of eggs , mi lk , b u t t e r and cheese. 
T h e r e is n o ques t ion tha t coconu t s are today a p r i m a r y foodstuff; I w o u l d g o fur ther a n d 
re-affirm as I have sai -.nany t imes before tha t t he c o c o n u t indus t ry is t he m o s t fundamenta l indus­
t ry in Ceylon. I t is :ver theless a severely f ragmented indus t ry cons is t ing mainly of small uni ts 
a n d o u t of a b o u t oner-million acres, a b o u t 700,000 acres are smal l -hold ings , less than 20 acres in ex­
ten t ; t he r ema inde r are small p roper t i e s of less than 100 acres t oge the r w i t h a few estates , o v e r 
1,000 acres in ex tent . . 
I t is because of this f ragmenta t ion , und iv ided o w n e r s h i p a n d i r regular size of proper t ies 
tha t it is difficult t o frame legislat ion, apply taxat ion and g ive financial relief w h i c h will fall equi t ­
ably a n d fairly on all shoulders . T h i s m a y n o t b e such a ser ious m a t t e r in t imes of prosper i ty 
b u t the re a re s igns and sugges t ions of an i m p e n d i n g depress ion a n d it is necessary for us to set 
o u r h o u s e in o r d e r n o w so as t o mee t the s i tuat ion w h e n it arises. 
T h e first essential , of course , is for c o c o n u t p roper t i es t o be freed of m o r t g a g e and debt . 
T h e next essential is to reduce the cost of p r o d u c t i o n . T h i s can b e achieved in o n e of t w o ways , 
e i t h e r : (1) by cheese-par ing economies leading to the degrada t ion of t he proper t ies a n d the de ­
mora l i sa t ion of the l abou r force, o r (2) s imply by a s o u n d a n d p rogress ive pol icy of p r o d u c i n g 
m o r e coconu t s pe r acre. 
T h e r e need b e n o fear of this second policy leading to o v e r p r o d u c t i o n of copra o r coconu t s 
so c o n t r i b u t i n g to the depress ion . T h e depress ion if it deve lops will b e a sympa the t i c fall in w o r l d 
pr ices of commodi t i e s induced b y o v e r p r o d u c t i o n in certain indus t r i e s—but t he vegetable oil 
indus t ry is n o t o n e of these indus t r ies . 
M r . J . C. A . F a u r e o f Uni levers w h o is t oday o n e o f the l ead ing w o r l d author i t ies o n oils 
and fats has s ta ted qu i t e categorical ly in his annua l rev iew of w o r l d p r o d u c t i o n . " Le t us n o t 
• A d d r e s s g i v e n t o t h e K u r u n e g a l a P l a n t e r s ' A s s o c i a t i o n o n A p r i l 24, 1954. 
102 
o v e r l o o k the e v e r - g r o w i n g w o r l d popu l a t i on . T h e present ra te of w o r l d p roduc t ion- of oils a n d 
fats wi l l b e qu i t e inadequa te t o mee t d e m a n d in t w o o r th ree years ' t ime . . . there m u s t b e n o 
s lacking off in p r o d u c t i o n for t h e w o r l d ' s fu ture n e e d s . " 
W h a t has this t o d o w i t h t he F o o d P r o d u c t i o n o n Esta tes O r d i n a n c e ? J u s t this—if the 
O r d i n a n c e d iver t s a t t en t ion from the main c r o p o r if excessive taxat ion results in a cur ta i lment o f 
cu l t iva t ion and manur ia l p r o g r a m m e s , yields will fall catastrophical ly as they d id in t he 1942-1947 
p e r i o d w h e n estates w e r e neglec ted o w i n g to lack of fertilizers. W h e n the indus t ry was again 
able t o o b t a i n fertilisers the re was increased a t t en t ion t o cul t ivat ion a n d m a n u r i n g and yields 
m a r k e d l y i m p r o v e d as they h a v e in t he last five years 1948-1953. 
A p e r i o d of l o w e r prices h o w e v e r n o w appears t o b e deve lop ing a n d w e can expect s o m e 
e c o n o m i e s i n es ta te ope ra t ion w h i c h will inevi tably lead t o a decl ine in yields and I submi t t ha t 
t he t ime has c o m e for a r ev i ew of t he taxat ion pos i t ion as it affects o u r grea t indus t ry . Le t us n o t 
dece ive ou r se lves ,—the enforced o r c o m p u l s o r y p r o d u c t i o n of m i n o r foodstuffs, such as p u m p ­
kins , m e l o n s , chillies, p ineapples , t oma toes o r even man ioc , o n estates o r t he c o m p o u n d i n g of t he 
l iabili ty is in effect add i t iona l taxat ion . I w o u l d g o fur ther a n d sugges t t ha t it is a shor t - s igh ted 
po l icy in tha t i t is of far g rea te r i m p o r t a n c e t o t he revenues of Ceylon to p r o d u c e m o r e c o c o n u t s 
t h a n it is t o interfere w i t h estate opera t ions in o r d e r t o p r o d u c e inferior and m i n o r food c rops 
u n d e r t he dense shade of the c o c o n u t pa lm . Is it n o t t rue for ins tance, tha t p ineapples g r o w n in 
shade are of m u c h inferior qual i ty t o those exposed to direct sunshine , tha t m a n i o c , p r o d u c e d 
u n d e r c o c o n u t s , is b i t t e r a n d t o u g h a n d the harves t is general ly insignificant a n d unprof i table a n d 
tha t the pa lms are adversely affected by associat ion w i t h m a n i o c ? 
I f the land is p roper ly p lan ted and closely covered w i t h coconu t s , the re is n o r o o m for m i n o r 
c r o p s except at t he expense of the major c rops . Crops l ike man ioc and maize are heavy feeders 
a n d the soil wil l need t o b e m a n u r e d w i t h addi t iona l fertilizers in o rde r t o main ta in t he nu t r i en t 
s ta tus of t he soil a n d the expense is n o t justified b y t h e insignificant financial r e tu rn f rom the m i n o r 
c r o p s . 
T h i s is par t icular ly the case w h e n o w i n g to t he na tu re o f the soil , the coconu t s are surface 
r o o t e r s so tha t the re is direct c o m p e t i t i o n b e t w e e n the major and the m i n o r c rop . I n such cases 
t he r e d u c t i o n in t he c o c o n u t c r o p can b e ve ry cons iderable , va ry ing w i t h the na tu re o f the m i n o r 
c r o p a n d t h e ex ten t o f t h e r o o t des t ruc t ion caused b y the cul t iva t ion of the c r o p . 
O n l y w h e r e the re is adequa te l i gh t is the p r o d u c t i o n of ano the r food c r o p in associat ion w i t h 
c o c o n u t s really feasible. T h e r e a re cer tainly cases w h e r e rice wi l l g r o w in associa t ion w i t h c o c o ­
n u t s , b u t this is because t he l and is low- ly ing and wate r - logged and the coconu t s i n consequence 
a re u n h e a l t h y a n d u n p r o d u c t i v e and h a v e on ly ve ry small c r o w n s . Such land is really p a d d y 
l a n d a n d s h o u l d n e v e r h a v e b e e n p u t u n d e r coconu t s . T h e r e are also cases w h e r e t he pa lms are 
o ld a n d senile o r w h e r e t he re are pa tches of l i gh tn ing s t r ike . I n such cases w h y n o t rep lant o r 
r e supp ly w i t h c o c o n u t s ? W h y d ive r t t he a t t en t ion of c o c o n u t g r o w e r s f rom their major c r o p ? 
Agr i cu l t u r a l l a b o u r in t he L o w - C o u n t r y is scarce. If c o c o n u t g r o w e r s are requi red t o g ive 
p r io r i t y t o t h e cu l t iva t ion of m i n o r c rops , t he cu l t iva t ion of the major c r o p wil l fall in to arrears 
a n d m a n u r i n g wil l b e neglec ted . 
I f w e a re t o p l an t m i n o r food c rops ins tead of p u s h i n g o n wi th rep lan t ing coconu t s can it b e 
said t h a t w e a re really ser ious i n o u r i n t e n t i o n t o rehabi l i ta te t h e c o c o n u t i n d u s t r y ? 
It is, I submit, necessary to put first things first, to rehabilitate the industry with a singleness-
of purpose and a determination not to waste our time and fritter away our energies on unimportant 
side issues. 
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